A clear preference for English as language of teaching and learning (LoLT) is evident in most
INTRODUCTION
A primary challenge in South African schools in which stakeholders have opted for English as language of learning and teaching (LoLT) is to meet the needs of learners from linguistically diverse backgrounds who display limited English proficiency. Although less than ten percent of the population of South Africa are native English speakers, English has obtained dominant status particularly as the language of higher education, commerce and government (Republic of South Africa [RSA] 2008) . A clear preference for English as language of teaching and learning (LoLT) has also emerged in most South African schools in post-apartheid South Africa (Alexander, 2005:120) . A number of factors have contributed to this trend. The preference for English as LoLT is the result of strong pragmatic incentives resulting from of the socioeconomic mobility associated with English and its traditional place in the workplace in general and commerce in particular. English has come to be considered the most likely and acceptable lingua franca which can contribute to the process of nation-building in a historically divided nation and its role as functional linking language in the new government appears assured (Pastowsky, 2008) . However, Alexander (2002:125) contests the assumption that a preference for a dominant language, in this case, English, is merely the result of the mentioned 'common sense' assumptions about a language and its socio-economic usefulness in society and in a globalising world. He argues that the current privileging of English and its concomitant association with social, economic and political power in South Africa promotes linguistic elitism and has been accompanied by a loss of linguistic capital among speakers of African languages and the disempowerment of these languages. Although the African languages may be maintained in the primary contexts of family, community and religious practice, access to English through schooling is seen as a major priority among most black South Africans, who still link mothertongue-based education with the inequities of 'Bantu education' of the apartheid era (Alexander, 2002) .
Vast discrepancies between parental choice of LoLT, language policy intentions and educational outcomes exist with regard to the successful acquisition of English among South African learners. Learners' meaningful participation in school learning activities is closely linked to their proficiency in the LoLT; those who lack adequate levels of proficiency usually achieve poorly (Brock-Utne & Holmarsdottir, 2004:67) . According to Heugh (2000:42) , most South African learners never achieve the required level of competency in English to achieve in different learning areas of the curriculum and this fact is a major contributor to poor matriculation results. Most South African schools adopt a sudden transfer to English, usually after four years of schooling (Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007:40) . This is an adaptation of assimilationist English Second Language (ESL) methodologies, which are common practice in Britain and the United States. A fundamental principle of such an assimilationist approach is to prepare speakers of languages other than English to learn through English and to exist in a dominant English-speaking environment (Heugh, 1995:45) . The implication of this approach in the South African classroom is that learners have to acquire English proficiency while already using English as LoLT in all learning areas and to the detriment of mother tongue development. Learners must master the concepts typical of a particular learning area and face other discipline-related demands made on language skills, such as the linguistic knowledge, conceptual knowledge and procedural knowledge related to a content area in the second language (L2) (Virginian Department of Education, 2006) . This constitutes a formidable challenge for the ESL learner in the South African classroom where poor environmental contexts, poor resources, overlarge classes, inadequate textbook supply, weak management infrastructure, teachers with limited English proficiency and the general demoralisation in the teaching corps exacerbate the problem of effective English language learning (HSRC, 2004:80; MacDonald, 2006:59) .
Against this background, it is not surprising that international surveys of English literacy in which South African learners have taken part paint a dismal picture. According to the Southern African Consortium for Monitoring in Educational Quality (SACMEQ) 11 Project, which monitored educational achievement across fifteen Southern and Eastern African countries in 2002, only 36,7% of South African learners reached minimum levels of mastery in reading at Grade 6 level. Less than 10% of learners reached minimum levels with regard to interpretive reading, inferential reading, and critical reading skills; just over 10% of learners met the minimum level for analytical reading ( (Moloi & Strauss, 2005) . The Progress in the International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), which aims at providing internationally comparative data of reading assessment, indicated that Grade 4s and 5s in South Africa came last in a study of forty countries in 2006 (International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, 2006). As reading and writing skills are interdependent and literacy development is dependent on this interconnection, it can be expected that the writing performance of South African learners in academic contexts is similarly weak.
Against the background of this discussion, a case study was undertaken to examine the reading and the writing performance in English of Xitsonga Grade 7 learners in three selected schools in the Tshwane metropolitan area, Gauteng, which have opted for English as the LoLT from Grade 4 onwards. The paper begins with a discussion of the importance of reading and writing skills in the classroom, with particular reference to the demands of the L2 context. This is followed by the research design and results of the case study in which data were gathered using standardised language performance testing. Finally, a discussion of the findings is presented and recommendations are made for future practice.
READING AND WRITING AND THEIR ROLE IN ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT
Traditionally, reading and writing have been taught separately in schools. Although the two language skills are usually taught by the same teacher during the school periods devoted to language, teachers rarely make explicit connections between the two (Pressley, Mohan, Raphael & Finegret, 2007:223) . However, reading and writing are interdependent skills and effective literacy development is dependent on this interconnection (Campbell, 1995:43; Krashen, 1990:67) . Children who read more develop better writing skills (Krashen, 1990: 68) ; similarly, children learn to read by writing (Crandall, 1994) . In the primary school young children spend much time reading stories, which provide an excellent resource for helping them to develop literacy skills and provide language input for their own expressive writing (McClellan & Fields, 2004:50) . According to Martin and Leather (1994) , engagement with children's literature helps children learn about language and how various texts work. However, there is some overemphasis on fictional texts in the foundation and intermediate phases of schooling. As children move into senior primary phase and into secondary school, their reading and writing become increasingly subject-related and thus more complex. Where language classes primarily use literary texts, learning in other subjects requires the use of factual texts. Each genre calls for particular reading and writing skills (Hyland, 2007:148) . If children have had little experience with factual texts before reaching secondary school, they may experience difficulty in reading and writing factual texts. Moreover, teachers often assume that reading and writing skills are taught through the reading and writing of fictional texts in the language class and that these skills are transferred automatically to all other content areas and require little further attention by content area teachers (Hall, 2005:403) . This is questionable for the following reason. Various subjects require specific genres of writing or combinations of these genres which have particular characteristics with accompanying demands being made on the young writers and on teachers who need to supply them with specific strategies in this regard (Pawan, 2008 (Pawan, :1452 Harklau, 2002:329) . In early schooling, different domains of knowledge overlap, but by the time children reach senior primary, knowledge is organised in distinct fields.
A major aim of schooling is to develop explicit, disciplined and increasingly abstract understanding of these fields of knowledge. Each academic discipline explores the world in a different way and these different perspectives are reflected in the terminology of the discipline (Schleppegrell & De Oliviera, 2006:254) . To deal with this, cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP), the highly ordered and specific language of school knowledge, is essential; without it the learner will not succeed (Daniels, Zemelman & Steineke, 2007) . By illustration, in an Australian study, teachers found that the reading comprehension of secondary school learners had not developed beyond one or two basic kinds of texts, in which the language which was used was similar to that used in everyday spoken interactions. Also, the examples of writing typically produced by these learners were not the kinds of texts which would support achievement in the subject areas as learners progressed through school (New South Wales Department of Education and Training, 1999) . Further, many teachers assume that CALP is acquired automatically. But familiarity with literature and an ability to write creatively and expressively do not guarantee that learners will master the language of the content areas and the requirements for reading and writing across the curriculum (Crandall, 1994:256) . The language of content areas should be identified and explicitly introduced to learners to ensure that they are not disadvantaged by leaving such knowledge to chance. For these reasons, every teacher in each learning area should teach the reading and writing skills needed within the framework of the subject discipline for which he/she is responsible (Kaufmann & Crandall, 2005 ). Yet, according to Rodseth (1995:216) , CALP is neglected in cross-curricular reading and writing in South African schools. Conversely, where content teachers do accept their role as academic reading and writing teachers and provide students with explicit, demanding instruction connected to content learning, students are enabled to produce high reading and writing achievement (Pressley, Mohan, Raphael & Finegret, 2007:221) .
Reading and writing in the L2 classroom
The complexity of reading and writing performance and their role in academic achievement are compounded in the L2 classroom (Crandall, 1994) . Although reading and writing in L1 share many similarities with L2 reading and writing, differences in L1 and L2 discourses have been identified. Retelling and comprehension appears to be partly determined by different types of text structure and certain language groups comprehend and recall certain types of text better than others (Kang, 1992:93) . Early work on the effect of contrastive rhetoric by Kaplan (1966) showed that L1 dimensions of discourse and text structure also create challenges in L2 writing. Once a person learns a certain way of writing in one language, this schema influences writing in L2. To illustrate this problem, Connor (1996) found differences in the essay writing of Asian students in comparison with American students instructed in a different essay tradition. Uysai (2007:183) found similar results among the essays written in Turkish and English by Turkish-speaking students. Thus, teachers in multilingual classrooms should be aware of culturally shaped expectations of text and their effect on reading comprehension and writing.
Furthermore, L2 learners may experience intense problems in content area learning because they have not yet acquired the CALP needed to succeed in understanding the subject matter content. Because the language of academic subjects requires a high degree of reading and writing ability that young L2 learners may not have developed yet, they may experience difficulties reading their textbooks and understanding the vocabulary unique to particular school subjects (Christian, Spanos, Crandall, Simich-Dudgeon & Willets, 1995:216) . This finding has been repeated in the South African context (MacDonald, 1990; 2006) . According to Collier (1995) , L2 student's progress from acquiring basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) to the more complex academic language with increased exposure to English, but this takes a minimum of seven to ten years if all schooling takes place in L2. Only then is the student able to argue and defend academic points of view, read textbooks suitable to the grade level and write organised and fluent essays. This correlates with the advanced fluency stage of Krashen's (1982) model of language acquisition. The latter lists five stages of second language acquisition; preproduction (minimal comprehension); early production (limited comprehension); speech emergence (increased comprehension); intermediate fluency (good comprehension); and advanced fluency, the final stage in which the student has reached a near-native level of speech and has developed academic language proficiency. For the purpose of this study it is relevant to note that intermediate fluency takes the L2 learner three to five years to reach; advanced fluency takes the L2 learner five to seven years to reach.
METHOD
In the light of the above discussion, a case study using standardised testing was undertaken to investigate Grade 7 Xitsonga-speaking learners' English reading performance and their English writing performance in three selected primary schools in the Tshwane metropolitan area, Gauteng Province.
The sample
Three primary schools situated in two townships in the Tshwane metropolitan area were chosen by purposive sampling. Stake (2005:450) points out that the greatest understanding of a phenomenon rests with careful choice of the case. Purposive sampling is used to select information rich cases for an in-depth study, specifically, when the researcher wants to understand the phenomena without needing to generalise the results. In this case, the researcher looked for township schools which had been classified as Xitsonga medium schools by the Gauteng Department of Education and would present a relatively homogeneous linguistic community in that learners at these schools identified Xitsonga as their mother tongue. In all three schools, Xitsonga is used as the LoLT from Grade R to Grade 3 and English is gradually introduced as an additional language. In Grade 4, however, learners transfer to English as LoLT; Xitsonga is taught as an additional language and English is taken as the primary language. Observation carried out in the schools indicated that two schools had libraries but these were infrequently used by teachers and learners. Teachers of Grade 4 were adequately qualified; however, only two were L1 Xitsonga speakers.
All Grade 7 learners (n = 162) attending the three schools were selected to form a comprehensive sample. Two classes of Grade 7 learners in School 1 and one Grade 7 class in each of the other two schools (i.e. Schools 2 and 3) participated. In all schools most learners came from poor socio-economic conditions, with a large component coming from nearby informal settlements. All learners were L1 Xitsonga speakers who had been using English as LoLT since Grade 4. If optimal language learning conditions prevailed in the classrooms, the learners would have had three years intensive and sustained exposure to English.
Data gathering and data analysis
Data were gathered by means of two tests, namely: the Reading Performance Test and the Writing Performance Test in English (Intermediate Level) as developed by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC). These are standardised tests aimed at determining reading and writing performances in the Intermediate Phase. The particular tests are applicable to L1 and L2 speakers, although different norms apply to these groups. These tests are the only standardised language tests available for this purpose at present. To write the Reading Performance Test, a candidate is supplied with a test booklet, an answer sheet, a pencil and an eraser. This Reading Performance Test is composed of multiple choice questions and learners are expected to choose the correct answers. In the Writing Performance test, a candidate is supplied with a test booklet, a pen, and blank folio paper for planning answers.
The Reading Performance Test in English has two components: comprehension and grammar. The contents and structure of the test are summarised in Table 1 and Table 2 . The Writing Performance Test in English (Roux, 1997) requires four tasks: the written description of pictures; spelling; sentence completion; and a short structured essay. The contents and structure of the test are summarised in Table 3 and Table 4 . The test manual does not give any indication of what is considered a pass mark as performance depends on the context in which the test is written. However, 40% (or a raw score of 20 out of a possible total of 50) is given as a guideline for the Writing Performance Test; and 40% is given as guideline for the Reading Performance (a raw score of 16 out of the possible score of 40). These guidelines were used in the inquiry and allowed for comparison of results. Furthermore, the Reading Performance and the Writing Performance tests had reliability coefficients of 0,89 (Chamberlain & Reinecke, 1992:18) and 0,84 (Bernard & Reinecke, 1992:21) respectively. For this kind of test, a reliability coefficient of 0,8 or higher can be regarded as satisfactory. Regarding test validity, the items of both tests were accepted by a committee of subject experts after a specification table had been drawn up and a thorough study had been made of the suitability of the items to test reading and writing performance (Bernard & Reinecke, 1992:21) . With regard to the issue of possible cultural bias, the tests dealt with topics of everyday occurrences at home and at school.
The total number of participants who wrote each test differed slightly due to absenteeism on the days on which the respective tests were taken. The tests were scored by the primary researcher and statistical procedures followed by an expert statistician were used to analyse the raw data.
FINDINGS The Reading Performance Test in English
A total of 162 learners wrote the Reading Performance Test in English. The results are presented according to the scores for the comprehension component (Q1-12, 14; 15; 17; 21; 22; 26-29; 31) and for the grammar component (Q 13; 16; 18-20; 23-25; 32-40) . The comprehension component had a maximum possible score of 22 and the grammar component had a maximum possible score of 18. The bar chart in Figure 1 gives the tabulated results of the comprehension component. Figure 1 shows that the possible scores ranged from one to 22. The graph is almost normally distributed. Its slight skewness to the right shows that few learners performed well. Just over ninety per cent (90.12%) of the learners scored below the 40% pass mark (which is equivalent to 9 out of maximum possible score of 22) and only 10% of the learners passed. The largest group of scores (41.97%) were in the range of 4 to 5, which indicates very poor performance. Overall, the mean score was 5.15, with a standard deviation of 2.31. The mean score was less than 25% of the possible score, far below the mean score of 12. These data show very poor performance in reading comprehension.
The bar chart in Figure 2 gives the tabulated results of the grammar component. Figure 2 shows that the possible scores ranged from zero to 18. The graph is slightly skewed to the right, which indicates that few learners obtained high marks. Just over eighty-three percent (83.33%) of the learners scored below the 40% pass mark (which is equivalent to 7 out of a possible maximum score of 18) and only 16.67% of the learners passed. The majority of the scores (i.e., 81.47%) ranged from 2 to 7, which indicates poor performance. An additional 5.56% of learners obtained a zero score. The mean score was 4.13, with a standard deviation of 2.31, with the highest score obtained being 11 out of 18. The shapes of the two graphs are almost the same. However, the results for English grammar showed a larger variability of marks than English comprehension: a coefficient of variation of 55.9% compared to the comprehension coefficient of variation of 44.8%. Thus, performance in comprehension was more consistent when compared to performance in grammar.
Figure 2: English grammar
The results of the two components, comprehension and grammar (Figures 1 and 2) , were combined to provide the overall results of the Reading Performance Test in English, which is as portrayed in Figure 3 . Figure 3 shows that the scores were almost normally distributed across the possible raw score range of from 1 to 40. Learners who performed below the 40% pass mark (equivalent to 16 out of the maximum possible score of 40) made up 95,06% of the sample, thus 4.94% of the learners passed. Most of the learners obtained marks between 6 and 9 (46,3%).
Figure 3: Results of the Reading Performance Test in English
The combined mean score for the Reading Performance Test in English was 9.31 (standard deviation = 3.2). The highest score obtained for Reading Performance was 19, with no learner obtaining zero. None of the learners obtained a score higher than 19 out of the possible score of 40. The learners who scored below the 40% pass mark (equivalent to 16 out of the possible maximum score of 40) made up 95.06% of the sample and thus 4.94 % of the learners passed. The top 4.94 percent of the raw scores fell between the 32 and 44 percentile ranks (equivalent to a stanine of 4 to 5, which indicates a low to average score). The majority of the scores range from 5 to 12 (equivalent to a stanine of 1 and 2, which indicates very poor to poor scores). The very poor stanine score of 1 was observed in 13.58 percent of learners.
The graph also shows the same positive skewness. The coefficient of variation is 34%. This shows more consistency than the results of grammar and of comprehension separated.
The Writing Performance Test in English
A total of 160 learners wrote the Writing Performance Test in English and two learners were absent on the day on which the test was written. The results are presented according to the scores in spelling and syntax (Q1-4; 7-9; 11-16) and sentence writing and creative writing (Q5, 6, 10 and 17). The spelling and syntax had a maximum possible score of 37 and sentence writing and creative writing had a maximum possible score of 13.
The bar chart in Figure 4 gives the tabulated results of the spelling and syntax component. Figure 4 shows that the scores were almost normally distributed across the possible raw score range, which is from 0 to 37, although there is some slightly positive skewness. Very few learners obtained marks between the raw scores 29 and 37 (5% were between 29 and 36). Almost 31.18% of the learners performed below the 40% pass mark (getting a mark of 15 and above out of 40) and thus 68.82% passed. Thus the learners' performance in spelling and syntax was average. Most of the learners obtained marks between 17 and 26 (38.17%). Overall, the mean was 17.69, with a standard deviation of 7.59, thus giving a coefficient of variation of 42.9%. The mean score of 17.69 gives a mark of 47.8%, which further supports the moderate performance of the learners.
This implies that learners performed reasonably better in the writing component: spelling and syntax, compared to the writing component: sentence writing and creative writing, with a mean score of 17.69 (standard deviation = 7.59) and a highest score obtained being 35. However, 0.61 % of learners obtained a zero score.
The bar chart in Figure 5 gives the tabulated results of sentence writing and creative writing. Figure 5 shows the learners' scores as almost evenly distributed from zero through 13 across the possible score. Most learners obtained marks between 6 and 7 with only a few attaining low or high marks. About 4.3% of the learners obtained zero score. Altogether 11.29 % of the learners scored below the 40% pass mark (which is equivalent to 5 out of a possible maximum score of 13) and 88.71% of the learners passed. Altogether 49% of the scores were above 50%. Overall, the mean score was 6.37 and the standard deviation was 2.27, giving a coefficient of variation of 35.6%. The marks for sentence writing and creative writing showed less variability (lower coefficient of variation) as compared to those for spelling and syntax.
Figure 5: English sentence writing and creative writing
The results of the two components: spelling and syntax and sentence writing and creative writing (Figures 4 and 5) were combined to give the overall results of the English Writing Performance test, as shown in Figure 6 . When a regression line was fitted to the data with Writing as the dependent, the maximum expected mark in Writing was found to be 27 out of 50, regardless of the reading skills. Since these variables have a negative relationship, it can be noted that, for every increase of 1 mark in reading, writing decreases by 0.38. Thus, reading impacts somewhat negatively on learners' performance in writing.
There was no statistical difference between the Reading Performance Test in English and the Writing Performance Test in English, p = .00328. The results for both the Reading and the Writing Performance Tests in English are very low and indicate learners' poor ability to cope with reading and writing performance in English as required by the demands of the LoLT in the senior primary phase.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The Reading Performance Test in English and the Writing Performance Test in English were assessed out of the possible maximum scores of 40 and 50 respectively. This discussion interrogates the results based on the four components of the respective tests: reading comprehension; and grammar (Tables 1 and 2) ; and spelling and syntax; and sentence writing and creative writing (Tables 3 and 4) .
According to the language policy adopted by the three schools that were studied, Grade 4 marks a sudden transfer to English as the LoLT for the entire curriculum, which concurrently broadens into learning (content) areas, each with its own technical vocabulary, concepts and discourse. A disparity between Grade 4 learners' L2 proficiency and the proficiency required of them to master new academic content through English as LoLT has been well documented (MacDonald, 1990; Heugh, 2002; Pretorius & Mampuru, 2007) . If language learning conditions are optimal, as envisaged by language policy aims, learners by Grade 7 could be expected to have acquired surface elements of language (basic vocabulary, comprehension and grammar) which would allow them to express themselves in undemanding, context-embedded situations (Cummins, 2000) . In addition, it could be expected that they would be demonstrating Krashen's (1982) level of intermediate fluency, in which L2 learners demonstrate some academic language proficiency which includes good comprehension and the ability to analyse, support and evaluate subject matter. However, Grade 7 learners would have had insufficient time (five to seven years) to reach Krashen's (1982) final level of advanced fluency in which they can use subject-specific technical vocabulary with ease and demonstrate reading and writing skills in context-reduced situations necessary for overall school success. In the light of this, the learner performance in English reading and writing demonstrated in this study, which ranged from very poor to moderate, strongly suggests that the learners have not yet reached a level of English proficiency that will enable them to cope with the reading and writing demands of the Grade 7 curriculum. Furthermore, the literature indicates a complementary relationship between reading and writing abilities. Common cognitive processes and text structural components underlying reading and writing abilities imply that development in one skill enhances capabilities in the other. However, this study did not demonstrate this relationship. No significant correlation was found between English reading and English writing skills; in fact, the results (Figures 3  and 6 ) show a huge difference between scores for the different components and the combined components. This can possibly be explained by Cummins' (2000) distinction between 'context-embedded' and 'context-reduced' communication. In 'context-embedded' communication, learners can actively negotiate meaning and language is supported by a wide range of paralinguistic or situational cues. This comprises a cognitively undemanding situation where a person has mastery of language skills sufficient to enable easy communication. During 'context-reduced' communication, very few overt cues convey meaning. The communication relies primarily on linguistic cues to meaning and may even involve suspending knowledge of the real world in order to manipulate the logic of the message. With regard to this study, the reading component (cf. Tables 1 and 2) was relatively context reduced. The reading passages were accompanied by illustrations; however, these offered the reader few clues as to the correct answers to the questions. The illustrations merely indicated the topics of the passages. Specific items in the grammar component required idiomatic understanding, inferences regarding atmosphere and the extension of the meaning of the text, activities which lie towards the cognitively demanding pole of Cummins' model. The writing component (Tables 2 and 3) were also accompanied by illustrations, but in this case the latter were designed to act as stimuli for writing tasks. Interestingly, the learners did not perform as well with formal writing tasks that required denotative understanding of words, correct spelling and syntax as they did when they were allowed the relative freedom of writing expressively. Thus, it can be said that writing activities lay closer to the pole of context-embedded and cognitively undemanding situations.
In this context, English reading and writing proficiency necessary to cope with the curriculum implies that a L2 learner should be able to comprehend a range of texts and execute writing tasks required in all learning areas. When Grade 7 learners have reached at least an intermediate level of language proficiency, they will be able to concentrate not only on the meaning and structure of the language, but also on subject knowledge and its demands. To do this, learners clearly must be supported linguistically in a language enriched classrooms; however, in most South African schools, conditions are not optimal (Nel & Swanepoel, 2009 ). This begs the question as to whether the use of English as LoLT is adding value to children's education.
